A Study Guide for

Orville Hicks:  Mountain Stories, Mountain Roots
By Julia Taylor Ebel

Social Studies
On a map of North Carolina, locate the mountain region where Orville Hicks grew up.  Find Watauga County.  Find Beech Mountain.  
What towns were closest?  Estimate the distance to the towns “as the crow flies” and by roads.

Look at a topographical map.  Notice the rise and fall of the land.  What is the elevation of Beech Mountain?  What is the elevation where you live?

What is a hollow?  Find bends in the topographical lines on a mountainside that suggest the location of a hollow.

Vocabulary:  hollow, topography, topographical
How did the mountain terrain affect the settlement of western North Carolina?
If you found an arrowhead near your home, what would that tell you?  

Herbs
Herb-gathering (or wildcrafting) sustained many mountain families.  People gathered and sold herbs to provide income to pay taxes, to buy clothing for schoolchildren, to pay for electricity, and to buy what mountain families could not be raise, hunt or gather.  
Learn more about root and herb gathering.  What were some commonly gathered plants?  Which were most valuable?  
Is herb-gathering still practiced?   
Galax was most profitable because it grew abundantly.  Ginseng, highly valued in China, was the most valuable herb, followed by goldenseal.  The root of ginseng is used, so gathering destroys the plant.  It cannot be legally dug until September when seeds ripen and can be scattered.   Look in a field guide to see photos and descriptions of these plants.
Wilcox Drug Company was a buyer of herbs in Boone, NC.  To the present, five generations of the Wilcox family have been in the business of buying roots and herbs to resell.  Many of these herbs were sold to pharmaceutical companies to be used in medicines. Notice the price list from Wilcox Drug Company on page 59. 
What have people gathered and sold from the land in your area?  Consider berries, pine needles, nuts, moss, sand, pebbles….

Other books reflecting mountain life and herb gathering: 
Where the Lilies Bloom, Bill and Vera Cleaver
Sang Spell, Phyllis Reynolds Naylor

Vocabulary: herb, wildcrafting, pharmaceutical
Economics and Sociology
By today’s economy, these wild plants brought little income, yet they were important to many mountain families.  Income from herb sales often paid taxes, bought land, and paid power bills.  Many a mountain child gathered herbs to buy clothing and shoes for school.
How do monetary needs of people in the mountains in the mid 20th century vary from needs in your time and in your community?   Make a chart to show your response.
Jobs where scarce in the mountains.  How did the geography of the mountains make this likely?  

How would the mountain terrain affect travel and commerce?  

What did you learn from the book about mountain roads?

…about the availability of cars? 

Imagine what you would do to provide for yourself and family if you lived in a mountain hollow with limited transportation.  How would you earn money?  …travel to a store?  What could you glean from the land to provide for your needs?
Compare your lifestyle now with what it would have been if you had lived in a mountain hollow when Orville Hicks was growing up?  Which would you prefer and why?  

What were some advantages to his way of life?  Make lists of the advantages of then and now (there and where you live) as preparation for writing your thoughts in an essay.

What problems might someone living by traditional mountain ways encounter in the modern world?  How does modern mountain culture conflict with rural mountain culture?

What do you think will happen to mountain culture in the future?
Play

Look at the section on play in the book.  Notice the hand-made toys.  

What have you created to play with?  

What games can you play without store-bought toys or tools?

(Red Rover; Bum, Bum, Bum; Red Light; Mother May I...)
Play ball with a handmade bat and ball.

Play horseshoes.  How would playing horseshoes be different if you used horseshoes off a horse rather than regulation-size horseshoes?
For three days (or a week), make your own fun and entertainment.  That means no TV, CDs or DVDs…no computer or other electronic devices...not even board games.  You can use what exists in nature and what you can create in your mind.

How difficult was this to do?  What did you learn?  What good discoveries did you make?  What was lost?  What was gained?  How did your interaction with family and friends change?  

Mountain Life

Life in the mountains was built around nature and the seasons.  What examples of this do you find in the book?  Think about seasonal farm work, preparation for winter, etc.
Orville’s family kept honeybees.  

Learn about bee-keeping.  

What is the importance of honeybees?

How is honey gathered?

How did Orville’s family provide the food they needed?  

How did they keep food for winter use?

How are potatoes planted?  What part of the potato plant do we eat?  
Plant a garden and care for it.

What is a mule?

How does a wood cook stove work?  

Bake cornbread.

What wild animals live in the North Carolina mountains?

Learn about mountain lions.

Vocabulary:  cellar, apiary, panther
Stories

Orville Hick grew up hearing storied.  How did the location of his home in the mountains increase the likelihood of stories being told?  How did it affect the continuation of stories through generations? 
Three stories are included in the book.  How do these stories reflect the lifestyle that Orville Hicks has known?  

Who is Jack?  Jack has been said to be everyman.  

Read other stories about Jack.  

How would you characterize Jack?  Is he the same through the stories?  
How is Jack a fitting hero for the mountain people who have told his stories? 

Watch for a forthcoming book, Jack Tales and Other Yarns of Orville Hicks, transcribed by Julia Taylor Ebel

What is the difference between a transcription and a retelling a story?

Look at Richard Chase’s books Jack Tales and Grandfather Tales, which include stories gathered from descendants of Council Harmon, Orville’s great-grandfather.  Orville’s mother and grandfather were among those whom Chase recorded.

Who is the storyteller that Chase uses in Grandfather Tales?  Where could he have gotten the names Kell and Sarah for his book?
Is his work retelling or transcribing stories?  What are the advantages of retelling stories?  …of transcribing?  
What is the difference between folklore and other fiction?

Does the region where you life have folk heroes?

What ghost tales come from your area?
Where do you think Orville’s stories came from?  

Learn about the European roots for Appalachian folktales.

Listen to recordings of Orville and of his older second cousin Ray Hicks.  Notice the mountain speech.  

What similarities do you hear in the two storytellers?  What differences?

Does the mountain dialect enhance the stories?
Read Jack Tales from different sources.  How many of these link stories to Orville’s great-grandfather, Council Harmon, or to his descendants?

Vocabulary:  folklore, folktale, yarn, Jack Tales, dialect
Folksongs

Listen to Appalachians folksongs.  

Notice different version of one song.
What folksongs have been sung in your region?

If you had no musical instrument, what could you use to play music or to accompany song?

Make an instrument.

Vocabulary:  dulcimer, ballad
Keeping Your Own Stories

What stories have you heard from parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles…?
Are these tales or personal stories?
Tape or write down a story (or stories) from a family member or older member of your community.

What stories of your own would you like to share?

How can you best share the stories?


Storytelling


Write story

Drawing, painting, or other art form

Song

Photography

Scrapbook

How else?

Character

Read the section on “Mountain Wisdom” (p. 135)  

What wisdom has been passed on to you?   Who shared that?  How can you apply it to your life?

Write an essay exploring one of the topics from “Mountain Wisdom.”

What wisdom would you share on the topics listed:  Respect, Being Yourself, Kindness and Caring, Sharing, etc.?  Write your own tidbits of wisdom?

Ask a parent, grandparent or older friend to share thoughts on wisdom.  Listen carefully.  Write down or record their answers.  
While Orville Hicks has never been a rich man in terms of money, he is rich in other ways.  How is this so?  

How does his outlook on life, his connection with family, etc., make him rich?

What is the most important way to be rich?

In what ways are you wealthy?

Creative Writing:  Poetry
Read Orville Hicks’s poem on p. v.

Write a poem about your home.


…or about someone in your family

Visit the author’s website:  
www.juliaebel.com
